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Three Challenges

of Web 2.0

here’s no doubt that Web 2.0—
the social and technological phe-
nomenon that enables users to
generate content, interact, and share in-
formation across borders—can be a
force for good in the world of educa-
tion. I've contributed to and worked
with many Web sites that enable educa-
tors to share and deepen best practice:
for example, www.AllThingsPLC.info, a
site for educators seeking
information about profes-
sional learning communi-
ties. ASCD
(www.ascd.org) is an in-
ternational leader in pro-
viding free research,
practical applications,
and—through its Inser-
vice blog—opportunities
for educator-to-educator
discussion on the Web.

My enthusiasm for collaborative
Web-based content is tempered, how-
ever, by concern about the following
three challenges, which education lead-
ers and policymakers should consider
as they develop policies and practices
to integrate the Web into professional
practice and student learning.

Partners versus Promotion
Today’s technology advocates are some-
times reminiscent of the character in
the film The Graduate who fervently in-
sisted to young Benjamin that the fu-
ture lay in “one word—plastics.” They
promote a particular piece of software,
interactive Web site, or digital device as
if it were an enduring key to success
rather than a transient tool of the mo-
ment. These are the successors of those

who assured 1960s and 1970s high
school students that knowledge of For-
tran and COBOL would guarantee their
career success, when actually a study of
logic, English composition, and a cou-
ple of other languages might have been
more helpful.

Educators must distinguish between
promoters who are attached to short-
term ideas and partners who see tech-

nology as a means to an
end—enhanced learning.

There is a crying need for
J \ brand-neutral analysts,

advisors, and consultants
who will help school sys-
tems evaluate alternatives
L in technology and who
are unambiguously dis-
connected from advocacy.

High Touch versus High Tech
Education is a relationship-based enter-
prise. Technology allows users to create
and sustain “relationships” by elec-
tronic means, but such relationships
lack the high-touch connection inher-
ent in voice-to-voice and face-to-face
interaction.

The lack of personal relationships in
the context of Web 2.0 is a problem be-
cause of the high level of trust needed
between content contributors and
users. The closer the personal connec-
tion, the harder it is to engage in deceit.
As a New Yorker cartoon caption put it,
“On the Internet, nobody knows you're
a dog.” In education, where fact-free
debates too often hold sway, personal
credibility and multiple sources are es-
sential. These components are more
likely to be present when a real name, a
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real face, and a real person are associ-
ated with the claims and advice offered
on the Web.

Filters versus Fountains

I teach a debate and speech class in
which students must regularly research
and argue different sides of public pol-
icy questions. The class is held in the
school library every Friday, and students
sit within a few feet of reference vol-

The Web is

nonjudgmental,
which is both its

strength and
its Achilles heel.

umes that would answer their questions
about the United Nations Charter, the
Social Contract, or the Emancipation
Proclamation. Yet they remain transfixed
by thousands of Google hits, preferring
to wade through the electronic chaff to
find a few grains of wheat. Oppressed as
they are by a teacher who finds
Wikipedia an insufficiently credible
source without supplementary docu-
mentation, my students sometimes
work longer and less efficiently with a
search engine than they would have by
consulting a carefully chosen reference
book.

The Web is nonjudgmental, which is
both its strength and its Achilles heel.
Although my skepticism about
Wikipedia is sure to elicit criticism from
Wikivangelists, the online encyclopedia
is the best illustration I can offer of the
dilemma between filters and fountains.
Although some Wikipedia articles in-



clude secondary source citations, others
reflect solely the purported expertise of
the contributors and editors.

In a recent Atlantic Monthly article,
Nicholas Carr asks, “Is Google Making
Us Stupid?”! Carr fears that our contin-
ual interaction with information on the
Web may be “chipping away our capac-
ity for concentration and contempla-
tion.” It may be creating students who
believe that research means cutting and
pasting until the teacher’s page require-
ments have been met instead of distill-
ing the essence of an argument. Such
students confuse data with knowledge
and thus lose the opportunity to apply
intellectual filters in a manner that re-
flects critical thinking. Today more than
ever, students need guidance to turn the
Web’s deluge of information into mean-
ingful knowledge.

Keep the Human Connection
As we embrace the advantages that Web
2.0 offers for schools and students, let’s
remember that online interaction will
never replace the human connections
that underlie the most powerful educa-
tion. Think for a moment about your
best teachers and most inspiring lead-
ers—the ones who challenged you to
be better than you thought possible.
Did they equip you merely with the
most efficient way to learn many things,
or did they provide essential insights
that helped you make sense of what
you learned? It still takes a person to
accomplish that kind of teaching and
learning.

ICarr, N. (2008, July/August). Is Google
making us stupid? The Atlantic Monthly.

Available: www.theatlantic.com/doc
/200807/google
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